
[image: Cover Page of Fish Won’t Let Me Sleep]


[image: Half Title of Fish Won’t Let Me Sleep]


[image: Title Page of Fish Won’t Let Me Sleep]


Copyright © 2016 by James R. Babb

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

Skyhorse Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

Skyhorse® and Skyhorse Publishing® are registered trademarks of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

Visit our website at www.skyhorsepublishing.com.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

Cover design by Tom Lau

Cover illustration by C. D. Clarke

Print ISBN: 978-1-5107-0981-2

Ebook ISBN: 978-1-5107-0982-9

Printed in the United States of America


PART ONE

Blue Horizons

Sleeping we imagine what awake we wish;

Dogs dream of bones and fishermen of fish.

— Theocritus


1.   Roamin’ the Gloamin’

IT BEGAN SIX AND A HALF MONTHS INTO THE new century.

The world hadn’t ended when the calendar rang up three zeroes, to the relief of many and the disappointment of a few. Gasoline cost $1.26. The stock market was expanding like a jaw full of Bazooka and so was the quiet sport of fly-fishing, the former driven by a new fad called the Internet and the latter by Brad Pitt’s wounded eyes and soulful fly-casting in the 1992 movie A River Runs Through It.

I had been a fly fisherman since the age of five and a fly-fishing writer for the past five years. My name was on the masthead of a prestigious American hunting and fishing magazine, I’d written a few features for an even more prestigious British sporting magazine, my first book of fly-fishing essays had been kindly reviewed in both the US and the UK, and my second book was under contract and due at the publisher in December.

A few days before I’d celebrated my fifty-first birthday at a bankside party on the River Avon in Wiltshire, a scene torn from a Constable painting of a Trollope novel complete with a stone bridge, a silver braided trout stream, and the misty spires of Salisbury Cathedral. Late the next evening I’d cast dry flies with new friends for wild brown trout on Sydling Brook in the flinty ancient hills of Dorsetshire, and early the next morning I boarded a train bound for Edinburgh and Inverness, a rendezvous with another friend and a rented Vauxhall Astra. A day later I found myself staring at the ceiling of a five-hundred-year-old Scottish hotel surrounded by burns and rivers and lochs where in the morning I would cast flies to wild, never-knew-a-hatchery brown trout. And for the first time ever, I couldn’t sleep.

Maybe it was excitement; maybe it was worry. Maybe all those doom-and-gloom prophets really knew what they were ranting about: that the globe is warming due to our relentless industrialization, that the wild is disappearing due to our relentless proliferation, that the fish are under threat from ocean acidification, from headwater deforestation, the fish without which a fisherman cannot plausibly fish and thus cannot comfortably exist.

Maybe it was performance anxiety. Would I suck at fishing Scottish burns and lochs as badly as I sucked at fishing wild English chalk streams? I’d spent my whole life fly-fishing, yet it had been until recently a parochial experience confined to the bouncing freestone streams of my native East Tennessee mountains or the cold hard waters of Maine, where I’d set down roots at the impressionable age of twenty-three. Now I was fifty-one and newly established in a promising career in a burgeoning industry. Maybe I felt that a hillbilly like me didn’t belong in such sophisticated company, in such storied surroundings. Maybe I was horrified that my quiet little sport had begun to burgeon in uncomfortably mercantile ways. Or maybe it was just the unrelenting light that wrapped me in the hotel’s duvet like a burrito, my brain racing my pulse toward some unknown illumination.

Maybe it was that damned gloaming.

Gloaming?

Before that night I never understood its meaning. My dictionary says it comes from glom, twilight, and that it’s akin to glowan, to glow, and that it has been broadly adopted from Scots dialect to mean the dusk of approaching night—those few brief moments between light and dark that romantically illuminate evenings worldwide.

My first encounter with true gloaming came in the extreme northwest of Scotland in the primordial gneiss and quartzite mountains of Sutherland, where gloaming describes that never-say-dark interlude between sunset and sunrise—between, say, ten at night and three in the morning, when in June it never quite grows dark but only less light, and that light an eerie enveloping glow, as though all the world had been swallowed by a ghost. In Sutherland it could be called nothing else but gloaming, and gloaming could describe nothing else once seen in its native land.

We had shoved off into the gloaming after a late supper at the Scourie Hotel—painter C. D. Clarke and me and our new friend Fraser Campbell, a Highlander who, like us, was mad about wild trout because wild trout live only in beautiful places.

We had arrived at Scourie Hotel in late evening—C. D. from a few weeks of salmon fishing on the Spey and the Tweed; me from three weeks of trout fishing in Wales and Devon, Dorset, Hampshire, and Wiltshire; Fraser from a hard week assembling drilling rigs on the northeast coast of Scotland. After our ale and our taties and neaps and our haggis, that “great chieftain o’ the Puddin’-race” so maligned by those who have never eaten the true article, we drove from the hotel through wandering lanes lined with shaggy black-faced sheep and long-horned cattle to nearby Loch Stack, where we had the 58.35-degrees-North version of a solstice sunset to see.

In the gloaming, the fierce geologic upheavals of Ben Stack and Ben Arkle and distant Foinaven glowed gray and amber and gnawed great hunks of cloud from the belly of the sky to feed the silver burns bouncing into Loch Stack’s broad golden bowl. Trout rose, dimpling Arkle’s mirrored face. Red stags and hinds moving down from the hills lifted their heads and stared our way regarding us, as we did them, as interesting scenery.

The scenery itself was beyond interesting—bog and heath and bare rock, more like Labrador than the storybook image of Scotland. Which isn’t surprising, for if you could suspend physical laws and roll your eyeball straight down the parallel of latitude running through Scourie, a tiny coastal village some two and a half hours of enthusiastic motoring north-northwest of Inverness, you would find yourself looking not at my home in Midcoast Maine, which you might expect from the Gulf-Stream-moderated climate, but at the northern end of Labrador’s Torngat Mountains. This isn’t surprising, either, because the two coastlines once were one, torn apart some million years ago when the continents themselves went roaming.

Sutherland looks like Labrador because it is Labrador only with paved roads, ruined castles, and seventeenth-century hotels with real ale and good food and steam heat and en-suite rooms, meaning you needn’t share a lavatory with a constipated Glaswegian who shaves his back in the tub.

And it has trout, of course. Which is why C. D. and I had come all this way, haggis and steam heat and interesting scenery notwithstanding.

Of course without the scenery, fly-fishing the wild Highland burns—fly-fishing anywhere—would be nowhere near so romantic as it is. And romance, let’s face it, is the fuel that propels most fly fishers away from busy urban desks and into the uncertain wild. Certainly it’s what propelled us—a professional painter, a professional writer, and a certified fly-fishing instructor and ghillie whose day job is building drilling rigs—into the extremes of wild and romantic northwest Sutherland.

Having drunk our fill of scenery, we drove slowly back to Scourie through the gloaming, dodged apparitional sheep lounging on the narrow single-lane track, exchanged stares with more stags, and looked enviously into the River Laxford, a small Glenmorangie-colored freestoner dashing from Loch Stack to the sea. The Laxford is synonymous with salmon—lax means salmon in Old Norse. The Norse settled here in the Eighth Century and called it South Land—Sutherland; for centuries the River Laxford’s anglers bore Norse names. Nowadays most flyrodders on this exclusive bit of water bear names like Lord This or Lady T’Other with an occasional HRH.

One of those lords, the Duke of Westminster, owns all the land hereabouts as far as you can see, some twenty-five thousand acres of which His Grace leases to Scourie Hotel along with upward of two hundred fifty lochs and lochans and a half dozen burns. This quiet, unpretentious lodge has had its present fishing for more than a century and, for a modest fee, lets romantic commoners such as we come stay a while to indulge our fancies.

Even a leveler hillbilly like me can swallow the economic rationale behind that.

* * *

The morning finally came bright and shining, and when Fraser and I finished our eight-o’clock breakfast—with blood pudding, second only to haggis in culinary Highlandic rhapsodies—I was, thanks to my in-room coffee maker, buzzing through a caffeinated fog.

The weather didn’t feature fog, but a fickle mix of bright sun, rushing clouds, and a stiff easterly wind herding intermittent showers was grand for dramatizing scenery, less so for catching fish.

We began, Fraser and I, where most fishing expeditions begin—in the sweet spots, the obvious targets, one being the deep eddy where Loan Burn enters Loch Stack, a place where Fraser said he had taken good trout many times before. But in the bright sun the fish wouldn’t take, and the burn near the loch was low and slow. Despite a wet spring elsewhere in Britain, northwest Sutherland had gotten only half its allotted rainfall, and the burns were showing their bones.

So after exchanging pleasantries with a pair of tweedy M’Lady picnickers launching an assault on Arkle with their ghillies, hampers, and springing springer spaniels, we headed upstream and tossed dry sedges with nymph droppers into what few pockets and runs looked deep enough to hold fish. We took a few lively six-inch browns—wild and beautiful feasts for the eyes: butter-yellow flanks sprinkled with cinnamon and berries and backs of whole-wheat toast smeared with Marmite. But the romance of the wild notwithstanding, they were the size of sardines.

After a sharp cascade Loan Burn began to stair step up Arkle’s broad shoulder and changed, as many small streams do upon encountering closely spaced contour lines, from piscatorially uninteresting gravelscapes with scattered six-inch fish into a long chain of plunge pools, some deeper than a nine-foot fly rod and most of a sodden inquisitive arm yet never more than two fly rods wide. As we fished our way up the mountain and the weather cleared, we began to pick up much better trout: twelve, thirteen, fourteen inches. By lunchtime C. D., who had gone off early to perform his own professional duties and paint the morning light on Ben Stack, joined us, and now we were three, leapfrogging up the mountain, taking turns fishing pool after pool, and taking trout after trout.

The scenery was so imposing that it was nearly impossible to concentrate on our little sedge flies bouncing down the burn, so vast and sweeping, in the mountain-bordered moor, as to defy not just description but imagination. It was like fishing in a postcard, in a symphony—an endless concert of fast-moving water playing over rock and peat, spanning the range from soft intimate chamber music to demonic panpipes and crashing dissonant bombast with too much timpani.

The fish could be equally imposing. Once, from a cliff-top vantage point, I saw a gate-mouthed brown trout nudging twenty inches dart from beneath a midstream boulder and swallow C. D.’s nymph then spit it right back out without even moving his indicator dry fly. C. D. cast again and again, and the big trout came out again, though by now he wasn’t chasing the nymph but the flocks of eight-inch trout that rose from the head of the pool to mob C. D.’s fly. He caught one, too. The big trout, I mean. Not C. D.

I looked back down the burn at the long chain of fast pockets where we’d taken good trout, and the deep mysterious pools where we’d taken only smallish trout, and wished now at least one of us had fished all those miles not with a dainty floating caddis imitation but with a giant swimming streamer fly that to a big trout would look more like a groaning platter of haggis and taties and neaps than like a matchstick of celery daubed with peanut butter.

I remembered—in this setting it’s impossible not to remember—Robert Burns’s masterful poem “The Hopeless Lover”:

The trout within yon wimplin’ burn

Glides swift, a silver dart;

And safe beneath the shady thorn

Defies the angler’s art.

In this neck of the woods, I suppose Burns ought to have the last word on burns. But of course Burns hadn’t had giant weighted streamer flies to dive beneath the shady thorn.

Alas, by the time this logic penetrated my dry-flies-are-the-coolest-ever skull, it was full evening; the burn had been for some time subdividing into smaller and smaller threads, and the estate’s equipment shed and our car had shrunken in the distance to a speck of barely discernible white set into a vast panorama of gray and green and brown. With lunch and residual caffeine having long worn off, the promise of a memorable evening meal at the hotel weighing on our collective minds, and a good night’s sleep very heavily on mine, we set off across the moors and struck cross country through the string bogs and peat hags and scattered bones of winter-killed sheep and deer toward a distant trail—happy for the walk through the gathering dusk and

the long Scots miles,

The mosses, waters, slaps, and stiles,

That lie between us and our hame. (Robert Burns, “Tam o’Shanter”)

I did sleep that night, at least for a while, perhaps because unlike the wild braided chalk streams of southwest England, these mountain streams were something I could efficiently fish, familiar territory despite their exotic setting. The next morning I was all for going back to Loan Burn for some depth-charge Woolly Buggery of those furtive silver darts, but as we were to be at Scourie only a few days and I was here not to indulge my fancies but to do my job, it seemed more journalistically appropriate to go try something completely different. So after breakfast we donned backpacks and headed up the other side of Arkle’s bare granite shoulder to follow a rough deer track through the peat and bog and shingle to Loch Stalker.

The wind blew as ’twad blawn its last;

The rattling showers rose on the blast;

But the hour-and-a-half climb and modern fleece and waterproofs kept us warm and comfortable, at least until we stopped at the loch to rig our rods and the infamous Highland midges that had trailed us along the track finally caught up and set to work.

The Highlands get much bad press because of its weather and those midges—Culcoides impunctatus, in Eggheadian terms. “Scourie,” said a rambling Londoner I chatted with on the train between Exeter and Edinburgh, “I was there once. Dreadful place. Cold and wet and the midges horrible. Why would you go there?”

I told him I live in a place like Maine and go to places like northwest Sutherland precisely because they are cold and wet and the biting bugs are horrible. And because it isn’t always cold and wet and the bugs aren’t always horrible, and sometimes it’s sunny and warm and the bugs are in hiding. But none of these minor inconveniences really matter, I said. Because it’s the rumor of these climatic and insect-ridden horrors that keeps the Scottish Highlands, Labrador, northern Maine, northern Quebec, and other still-pleasant places sufficiently empty to be interesting even in these burgeoning times, when humanity expands at exponential rates and newly minted fly fishers hatch like Highland midges, and our quiet little sport becomes, for want of a better description, a bit noisy.

* * *

We piled, the three of us, into a polyethylene rowboat, which would have looked more at home holding three scoops of ice cream and a split banana, and headed off into rainy, blowy Loch Stalker to practice the curious art of British wet-fly fishing.

Basically, you tie on three gaudy wet flies of different improbable color combinations and cast downwind while drifting along. You retrieve in quick spasmodic jerks and animate the bob fly, the one closest to your hand, with a high rod so it dances across the surface like a caffeinated four-year-old.

It’s difficult to believe these wild Scottish brown trout are the ancestors of the university-educated snobs who count elbows and arseholes before deigning to accept our entomologically exact offerings on the Madison or the Beaverkill, Little River or the Firehole. Because in Sutherland, my precise American-style imitative tactics caught far fewer fish than simply chugging along a Silver and Teal or a Blue Demon or a popular bristly bob fly whose name I’ve forgotten but looked exactly like a miniature toilet brush.

In five or six hours of not-particularly-intense fishing we caught some three dozen browns between ten and fourteen inches, and because we were under orders to help clear out some of Stalker’s oversupply of small trout to make way for larger ones, we kept a dozen for the larder.

They were bright as new pennies and ranged the spectrum from burnt toffee to crown jewel gold, brilliantly spotted in white-circled carmine, with white-verged fins and wildly leaping dispositions—nothing big, but plentiful and wild and beautiful and coming freely to the fly in a stunning amphitheater walled in by gaunt gray Arkle and its granite acolytes.

Back at the hotel we joined the hoary custom of ensconcing our catch on the slab—a marble mausoleum at the entryway where the day’s various catches are laid out like Tsunami victims and labeled by slayer, water of origin, and intention: Babb/Clarke/Stalkers/Breakfast.

As the fish lie in state, guests gather to discuss the means of their demise and reminisce about other demises they have presided over or witnessed. It’s all so antiquely British it makes one wish to call oneself one and wear tweed breeks and a flat cap, have cream tea at four, keep your pecker up, drive a three-wheeled Morgan on the wrong side of the road, and go all John of Gaunt about scepter’d isles and such when you describe how your Bloody Butcher offed a fat brace of brownies from the Duchess Loch.

The English guests found it amusing that C. D. and I had cleaned our own fish at the loch. They leave them in the round—the better to admire them, I suppose, or perhaps it’s a legacy of conquerors being coddled by the conquered. I clean my own fish, I told a decorous elderly gentleman with twinkling eyes and a clipped Oxbridge accent, not from any transoceanic spirit of self-sufficient democracy but simply because to my colonial palate they taste better if gutted before they bloat. But then you have to remember it’s only in the past few decades that the English have come to regard food as a delight and not as a judgment for unspecified sins. This doesn’t apply to Scotland, of course. In Scotland food has always been important even if some—haggis, for instance—make you feel briefly ill when you learn how it’s made. But only briefly because, offal or not, the proper article is wordy of a grace, As lang’s my arm.

* * *

The night passed in slow rotisserie revolutions and perhaps an hour’s scattered sleep. In the morning we were scheduled for Loch Stack, at one time the finest salmon loch in all Europe and still widely noted for its salmon, sea trout, and fine resident browns. After breakfast we set off from the pier in a classic clinker-built rowboat with transplanted Welshman Rob Jones at the oars and our anticipation at a high level after seeing some big trout from Stack laid out on the hotel slab. We’d dressed for the weather predicted—wet and blowy and cold, just what you want for fishing the loch—and so of course the morning clouds quickly burnt off into a Coleridge day, hot and sunny and still, and the few fish that showed early on our painted ocean disappeared as quickly as our layers of wool and fleece.

In a land starved for warmth and sunshine, both are roundly cursed in Sutherland, at least by anglers, for when the sun is bright the fish lie low, and the dreaded Kleggs sally forth. Kleggs are a larger, slower, dumber, and vaguely more decorative edition of North America’s horseflies, with glowing emerald eyes and a nasty bite that makes you think you’ve been stabbed by a hot soldering iron. Fortunately, they’re easily evaded or murdered by the alert, and they can’t overwhelm you by the sheer weight of numbers as the midges can.

The midges, seen only in damp lowering weather, are the itchy harbingers of good fishing—which isn’t what we had on Stack. C. D. caught a twelve-incher and that was it, though in the early morning before it cleared we saw several fine sea trout in the three-pound range leap into the air and insolently flip us the pectoral.

We cast throughout the day—C. D. more than me, for I was a man of letters here to do a job, and every thousand fruitless casts or so I sat, fiddled with my notebook, and pretended to write while listening to the distant trickle of Loan Burn, its depths still unplumbed, the last I knew, by a depth-charging streamer fly just as the sun slips down behind Arkle and the earth begins to glow.

Gie me the hour o’ gloamin’ gray,

It maks my heart sae cheery O …

As the song says, “When the sun has gone to rest, that’s the time that I like best.” It might have been written for a brown-trout fisherman with furtive silver darts in mind. Or it might have been written for a fly-fishing writer officially entering his middle years, who for the first time in his life has found he can’t sleep, and couldn’t say why.


2.   The Promised Land

A FISH PORPOISED FIFTY FEET AWAY MOVING right to left with its dorsal and caudal fins separated by a vast expanse of back. I shot the big fly ten feet to the left toward a likely intercept.

Three twitches and the line stopped dead then headed south, gathering momentum like a train leaving the station. With half my backing peeled away, I tightened the big fly reel’s drag, and the heavy aluminum skiff began moving upwind like a supertanker getting underway.

“E’s towin’ us, by the Jaysus!” said guide Mark Caines. “I never been towed by no fish!”

I have, but it was a bluefin tuna off the coast of Maine. This was a brook trout. A big brook trout on Crooks Lake and the upper Eagle River in Central Labrador—the wilderness fly-fisher’s Promised Land, where I had come as a pilgrim in my first-ever entry into the world of professional fish-writing.

* * *

It was 1995. Two months before, right-wing lunatics bombed a federal office building in Oklahoma and killed 268 people, including fifteen from a children’s day care center. Gasoline cost $1.10. The American economy was growing at an unprecedented rate despite a series of boneheaded government shutdowns. And I, the newly minted angling columnist for Gray’s Sporting Journal, was sitting in an Air Labrador Twin Otter feeling its way through thick overcast and rain toward Crooks Lake—a thin sheet of brown water like countless other thin sheets of brown water in this vast, humbling wilderness of black spruce, peat moss, and permafrost.

We dipped below the five-hundred-foot ceiling for a peek, pivoted on one wingtip, and dove for the lake—a neat bit of pin-the-tail-on-the-donkey that’s far more entertaining than the typical commercial flight and a great exercise for the sphincter muscles. After a flurry of spray and a collective unclutching of butt cheeks, we coasted into the mouth of an inlet toward a tiny dock backdropped by a pair of ramshackle red buildings and a solid wall of tangled black spruce.

Crooks Lake Lodge is the only camp on this obscure lake, sixty miles southeast of Goose Bay and twenty miles from its nearest neighbor. Aggressively unostentatious and as comfortable as worn-out jeans, it looked and felt just like the northern Maine logging camps where, only twenty years before, I had briefly made a sort of living delivering truck parts from Bangor. There was a rumbling generator, hot showers, smoldering mosquito coils, and endless platefuls of logging-camp food. “Everyone gained ten pounds,” I read from the lodge’s guest book.

It was familiar, it was friendly, and it was unintimidating—it was home. At night I dreamed of pork roasts and onion rings, lemon pies and molasses cookies. I was haunted by rutabagas, and the gravy runs through it. A fly-fishing trencherman would go to Crooks even if the fishing were mediocre.

Which it wasn’t. A learned biologist setting out to design the perfect habitat for aquatic insects and brook trout would probably devise something very much like Crooks Lake and the Eagle River. Crooks sounds twenty-seven feet at its deepest and averages ten feet deep. Its bottom is sand and mud thickly encrusted with overlapping layers of car-sized boulders—a fecund insectiary that manufactures limitless clouds of caddis, mayflies, stoneflies, and midges; at any one time a dozen species might be hatching. A trout need only swim around with its mouth open like a baleen whale vacuuming up krill.

The fish average better than three pounds, and five-pounders are thoroughly unremarkable. There are almost psychedelic caricatures of brook trout, fat as pigs and strong as oxen. They have to be because they share the watershed with monstrous northern pike. Of the many large trout our party of five took over a week of diligent fishing, one in ten bore the scars of previous encounters with these ferocious alligators of the north. The slow and the weak are eaten. For people and fish alike, Crooks Lake is mostly about eating.

* * *

With northeast winds gusting to twenty knots and a cold rain slanting in, we headed downlake in big tin skiffs to the river. Together we were Bill and Wayne, a couple of Boston-area computer execs on their second trip here; Fran and Arnie, a pair of GE retirees who’ve made other Labrador trips and found them wanting; me, a northwoods junkie, wild brook trout fetishist, and wide-eyed pupating professional fish-writer; and guides Lee Peddle and Mark Caines.

Ultimately, it’s the guides who make or break a trip like this, and these guys were two of the best. Lee is a talented fly tier whose brown-flash Hexabugger, tied to imitate the big Hexagenia mayfly nymphs that throng the lake and river, turned out to be the killer fly for the week. Mark is an inquisitive naturalist and voluble conversationalist who unobtrusively puts you onto fish and leaves you believing it was your own brilliance that took them.

Arnie told us of a trip to northern Labrador where the guides were dismayed he hadn’t brought a big spinning rod and a five-of-diamonds spoon. To them, fly-fishing was a waste of time. Not at Crooks. It isn’t strictly fly-fishing only, but it’s definitely the focus. To preserve this extraordinary fishery, anglers are restricted to artificial lures with single barbless hooks, and except for a weekly fish fry of mid-sized male trout suffering from pike or hook damage, it’s all catch and release—although Those Who Must may take home one trophy.

Bill, Wayne, and Lee decided to fish the necklace of pools at the outlet; the rest of us headed downriver a half-mile to the next set of pools. Fran and Arnie were soon into good fish on small Elk-Hair Caddis, but I was after big brook trout, and since I was a professional fish-writer who lives in Maine and thus knows all about big wilderness brook trout, I flung huge multicolored streamers and didn’t get a touch.

Finally Mark waded over with a small spun-deer-hair caddis. “They likes dry flies in the river,” he said.

And they did. Two casts later I was into a broad-breasted henfish of about four and a half pounds—at that time the biggest brook trout I’d ever taken. A few casts later, I began a long string of broken records: a broad brown back rolled slowly over the little fly and I latched onto a bulldozer—a slow, steady, relentless peeling away of line. I could only hang on and try to nudge her out of the current.

When she finally came to net, Mark brought out the digital scales: an ounce under six pounds, her bright orange belly the width of my hand—the kind of trout that makes you forget all about the wind and the mosquitoes and the cold driving rain.

The next day, in the same rain in the same spot with the same fly, I took another fat female that scaled six pounds exactly, and a short while later I took her twin brother. It was enough to spoil any angler—especially a brand new professional fish-writer who wasn’t just catching his largest-ever brook trout deep in the Labrador wilds but had also only then realized he was at the friggin’ office.

* * *

We fished the river through midweek with each of us taking a half-dozen or better brookies averaging three and a half pounds daily, mostly on dry caddis or Lee’s Hexabuggers. An autopsy of a pike-damaged mid-sized male headed for the skillet revealed a pint of multicolored caddis pupae nicely matched by an old-fashioned cast of soft-hackle wet flies that the fish literally fought over. The river was a fly fisher’s dream—pools and riffles, bends and runs, hatches and big rising fish. But Mark patiently pointed out that the really big fish were in the lake. As usual, he was right.

On Wednesday everyone else went downriver, and Mark and I headed for the lake. By supper time I’d taken a dozen fish from four to five and a half pounds by sight-casting to the nymphing trout that rippled the surface. Thursday I took a baker’s dozen better than four pounds. By now we were joined by the Wayne and Bill show, who were often into doubles, with their alpha male corporate war whoops audible for miles.

Friday morning I took three four-and-a-half-pounders, a five-and-a-half-pounder, and the six-and-three-quarter-pound fish that towed our sixteen-foot skiff upwind for fifteen minutes—unofficially the largest trout then taken at Crooks Lake. Sated with trout for the first time in my life, I became curious about pike, and we headed up the inlet stream by the camp. In less than an hour a big red-and-chartreuse streamer landed a half-dozen in the five- to six-pound range—savage, slashing fish that left little doubt why so many trout bear scars. Earlier in the week, a northern at least four feet long chased a fly right to Wayne’s rod tip, and he couldn’t decide whether he was disappointed or relieved that it didn’t eat his fly.

None of us were relieved to see Saturday arrive; it was time to return to jobs, bills, politicians, the evils of modern life, and the necessity to write this all down in a way that wouldn’t seem too golly-gee or self-important. As we awaited our floatplane, Bill and Wayne were making plans to return next summer. Arnie was already making reservations. “This is the experience I’ve looked for my whole life,” he said. “I’ll be back as often as I can. I just wish I’d found it sooner.” Me too.

Soon, the old Labair Otter’s big radial engine yanked us into the sky, and we headed back across the Mealy Mountains to Goose Bay and civilization. That night in the Aurora Motel, with NATO Phantom jets howling in the background, I reread excerpts copied from the lodge’s guest book. “Best trip I’ve ever had.” “Best trout fishing I’ve found in nine states and three provinces.” “Finest staff I’ve ever had the privilege of meeting.” And my favorite, “I’ve fished all over the world in the last thirty years and the only time I got this excited was when I first caught a brookie at six years old.”

That’s the magic of fishing these far-flung places. For a week you can be six years old again—an excited kid with a full stomach and a bright, flashing brook trout straining at the end of a long line. Sooner or later, someone will realize how addictive this is and invent a twelve-step program to cure its sufferers.


3.   Someone Like Us

HUMAN BRAINS ARE PECULIAR MACHINES. The same protoplasmic supercomputer that simultaneously processes sight, audio, and complex muscular instructions so we may walk and talk and compile shopping lists might also randomly substitute an inconsequential event from childhood for the important reason we walked to the corner store.

Which is how I found myself in Tozier’s Market staring blankly at milk and butter and baking powder and seeing mostly a black-and-white photograph of Ted Trueblood’s sons fishing for trout in an overgrown Idaho creek.

Precisely how I wormholed from a twenty-first-century Maine market into a 1950s copy of Field & Stream interests me less than what was written under the photograph where I landed, which after almost half a century I approximate as: Trueblood’s kids found fishing for big stocked rainbows in the main river a bore and the small wild trout in the tributary a challenge.

Whoa, I remember thinking way back then. There’s somebody else like us.

In our small East Tennessee town, the few kids our age who trout fished used not flies but whole-kernel canned corn, and they’d no more leave a pool full of feedlot rainbows to chase six-inch brook trout up some snaky holler than they’d abandon a platter of church-supper fried chicken for a communion wafer of gluten-free bread topped with a smear of dairy-free cheese.

Trueblood, for you younger readers, was the fishing editor of Field & Stream magazine between 1941 and 1947. Then, as near as I can piece it together, he looked up from his desk one day, realized he lived in New York City, and raced back home to Idaho, where he fished, camped, hunted, and wrote about it.

When Field & Stream arrived at our house each month, we’d lose ourselves in Trueblood’s sensible, practical, elegantly unpretentious articles about camping in canvas tents, cooking over open fires, and fly-fishing with no-nonsense flies. The Truebloods, in other words, were just like us: my fly-fishing father, my fly-fishing brother, and fly-fishing me.

In retrospect, I’m guessing the synaptic short-circuit that zapped me out of Tozier’s and into the 1950s began on a press trip—one of those deals where a tackle manufacturer invites a few fish-writers to come admire their new toys in a tax-deductible context. The best of these are low-key—here’s our stuff, there’s the river, supper’s at eight. The worst pair you with a hovering marketeer who keeps insisting you admire the fly rod du jour in the same way a car salesman keeps insisting you buy the clear-coat paint protection and undercoating package.

This was one of the good trips—four or five writers who all knew each other and a couple of tackle wallahs that we all liked because they were way more interested in fishing than flacking. Here’s our stuff, there’s the river, supper’s at eight. Hallelujah.

It was a spot Trueblood & Sons would have recognized: a beautiful stretch of spring-fed river winding through a broad green valley surrounded by stereopticon vistas of the Rocky Mountains. What Trueblood wouldn’t have recognized, but has become all too recognizable in these horrible times, was that this was no longer a stretch of river people like us could simply wander into and fish.

This river was private property reserved for a select group shopping for their own seventeen-acre slice of the New West. If they liked what they saw they’d sign on the dotted line, and a team of artisans would build them a rustic log cabin with granite counters, heated towel racks, and gas fireplaces operated by remote controls. On pleasant evenings when no one felt like cooking they might visit the development’s central lodge for a magnificent meal, perhaps a massage, some ten-dollar cigars on the screened porch, and an after-dinner single-malt served by a respectful young person wearing a shining face and a spotless apron. Winters, they’d hie off to the nearby mountains to ski or to the nearby town for an art opening at a self-consciously rustic gallery followed by buffalo bourguignon and pommes boulangère at a self-consciously rustic restaurant where respectful young people with shining faces and spotless aprons attended their every whim. In summers, they’d ride polite horses on groomed trails and drift flies through two miles of gold-star trout stream where every trout could grace the covers of glossy magazines. No need to venture out. Life is beautiful right here.

There’s nothing wrong with that, of course. Few things are more ridiculous than a class-resentment rant coming from someone trying to earn a living by guiding the sort of fly fishers who can afford to hire guides or by selling paintings of fish, sculptures of elk, handcrafted cane rods, or fiddly little stories about fly-fishing to the folks with the money to buy them. Still, when every year a new crop of No Trespassing signs sprouts along yet another stretch of gold-star trout water, you begin to wonder where the children and grandchildren of today’s guides and painters and rod builders and sculptors and fish-writers will find a place to fish free and wild and utterly uncivilized, where they can learn their difficult hands-on crafts in places of true inspiration.

Not on that stretch of river anymore. But, you can’t help but admire the developer for choosing the spot with its deep dark pools and runs, sweeping bends, and fertile riffles. It is, as the brochures promised, a little piece of paradise.

Yet there’s something troubling about a place where the fish, like the residents of Lake Woebegone, are all above average. After battling yet another grossly obese twenty-inch rainbow to the bank and watching the gossamer tippet part just as I reached for it, I began to suspect that in the quiet of night, when good little anglers are all snug beneath their high thread-count sheets, the Purina fairies might come and shower the river with kibbles. And then, in the ghostly gray dawn, the trout might line up against the bank while small silent gnomes pluck flies from their jaws to be resold to the fortunate folks who’d lost them.

Not that the trout were easy to catch. Show them a spider-webby 5X tippet and they’d wither you with scorn. Downshift to 6X or even 7X, present them with precisely the right fly tied just so, placed just there, drifted just that way, and they might condescend to eat it.

Of course this level of difficulty is exactly what a serious angler wants in his trout. But there were so many of them—one rising every five or six feet—and they were such experienced fighters, knowing just how far to push their lactic-acid envelopes before resigning themselves to a brief wallow at the bank and a civilized release. As Huck Finn said of life with the Widow Douglas, “Everything’s so awful reg’lar a body can’t stand it.”

Fortunately, the tackle wallahs knew our hearts and minds, and early the next morning we lit out for the territory, dropped the last Range Rover astern within an hour, and fetched up an hour later in a tumbleweed town ruled by rusty pickups and hulking combines.

We checked in with the local fly shop and acquired a couple of grizzled guides, a dozen flies, and some take-out sandwiches of the lunchmeat-on-a-bun species. Then we drove down a network of ever-dustier roads and finally crossed the cattle guard of a sprawling ranch where the fly shop had a lease. We drove past the equipment sheds, the corridors of baled alfalfa, and the ramshackle ranch house that even a lowly fish-writer might afford if it were, say, on one acre and didn’t have gold-star trout water running through it. A mile more of bouncing and weaving and chewing dust, and we parked.

The rolling plains stretched in all directions toward blue distant mountains. Winds gusting to forty knots blasted the sage and our eyeballs as we picked our way through the cow pies to a wild, lonely river. Our progress was monitored by hundreds of beef cattle—some curious, some worried, a few noisily indignant that we weren’t at all the sort of people they were accustomed to seeing.

The fish were hard-caught—one of those situations where you see the seam you want to hit forty feet across the river, so you cast twenty feet upstream and to the left in hopes that the fierce western wind will push the aerodynamically unhelpful hopper-dropper combo somewhere near the right spot. It reminded me of an elderly friend’s description of his teenage years shooting hopefully at Messerschmitts from the belly of a B-17.

Even when we hit what we were aiming at, we weren’t guaranteed a strike. In sharp contrast to the coddled trout back at the dude ranch development, these fish were scarce, spread out, and a whole different level of wary. But when we connected, they fought like tigers and broke us off not from their dull porcine weight but from their unrelenting savagery.

The sight that will stick, maybe as long as the image of Trueblood’s sons fishing that little finger of Idaho trout water, was fellow fish-writer Ted Leeson tossing a hopper into an eddy beneath a bridge and a rainbow about the size of the ones back in civilization grabbing it once, twice, three times before finally slaughtering it and running upriver and downriver and across the river and into the air and down to the bottom and into the reeds and then back into the air and back to the bottom again, all the while shaking its head like an overworked Ayrshire at an ox-pulling. When Ted finally released it, the rainbow was still snapping at his fly like an alligator who means to have that yappy little cockapoo and couldn’t care less that it’s attached by a leash to an immense woman wearing neon stretch pants and screeching like a fire alarm.

It was all so beautifully uncivilized, exactly what makes wild trout fishing so compelling for people like us. But it also made me wonder if, a half-century hence, there’ll still be uncivilized places to fish—and if there’ll be any of us left who care.


4.   Redefining the Envelope

WHAT I ENJOY MOST ABOUT FLY-FISHING IS its breadth of possibilities—from a simple day wet-wading a neighborhood trout stream with tattered boots on their fourth set of felt soles and a rod that was cheap twenty years ago to a private-water extravaganza with waders that cost more than my first car and a rod that cost more than my first house.

Because I yam what I yam, I am most familiar with the first extreme, but I don’t let my egalitarian ethos come between me and the latter when opportunity calls. Which it did some years ago in the form of a press trip to the farthest edge of fly-fishing I’ve encountered in all my years of investigating the furthermost quintile.

If you read the right sort of magazines or get the Orvis catalog, you probably saw those Nomads of the Seas ads—“Patagonia by Land, Sea, and Air”—with the stirring photographs of the Motor-Vessel Atmosphere, its candy-apple red Bell 407 airlifting anglers into the you-can’t-get-there-any-other-way Chilean backcountry and the onboard fleet of drift boats and jet boats and one of those big fifty-knot Zodiac inflatables meant to quietly insert lethal doses of Navy Seal into the badlands.

Military precision was my first impression of the Atmosphere as its crisply uniformed staff lined up at Parade Rest to welcome us aboard in Puerto Montt, Chile, the lovely tourist and fishing town perched between the foot of the Andes and the head of a series of island-sheltered bays stretching southward toward the Straits of Magellan.

A decade previous, en route to Jim Repine’s lodge on the Futaleufu River near the Chile-Argentine border, I flew over this same coast, staring out the twin-Cessna’s window at the roadless green mountains sliced by thin blue lines rushing toward the sea and thinking, They look like trout streams, but how would anyone ever fish them?

About the same time, an energetic young fly fisherman/fighter pilot/hotelier/financier named Andrés Ergas was wondering the same thing. And figuring it out. All he’d need was a 150-foot ship purpose-built for ferrying fly fishers and their families from stream to shining stream, inserting them into inaccessible areas via helicopter and jet boat, with the ship traveling by night and arriving at new rivers by dawn’s early light, and the happy anglers all the while imbibing unvarnished nature and unmatched Chilean cuisine.

Any of us might dream of something like that. But Andrés, with military precision, dogged determination, and vast piles of family money, pulled it off. The result was a fly-fishing expedition so far over the top that it redefined summit.

Of course when rising to the evening hatch of hors d’oeuvres and paying homage to the Atmosphere’s formidable wine cellars, it’s possible to lose sight of just why Andrés built that ship. But in the morning, wadered-up and boarding the chopper, there was no doubt—it’s all about the fishing.

Still, on our first morning it was nearly impossible to suppress the feeling that this was a different kind of mission as we raced upriver at 200 feet and 120 knots with the jungle-covered mountainsides whizzing by almost close enough to touch and the intracranial iPod involuntarily wailing Die Walküre. I say nearly because Pumping Iron author Charles Gaines and I were traveling neither to Odin’s Hall with Brünnhilde and her heavyset sisters nor to a hot LZ with Robert Duvall and the First of the Ninth but to a splendid laguna to meet a drift boat and a personable guide that had been ferried in by helicopter while we lingered over our eggs Benedict.

These feelings of mission creep persisted as the morning progressed. I knew we were trout fishing because we were catching trout, but as José rowed us around this pond-in-the-river surrounded by soaring mountains and the kind of alien jungle through which one expects revenant tyrannosaurs to soon come stomping, it didn’t feel like trout fishing.

Partly this was because we actually seemed to be bass fishing—Charles tossing immense Chernobyl-ish bugs into dinner-plate pockets in the reed beds and me tossing big scary buggery-looking things that cratered the reed beds with a ker-sploink—and partly because the heavyset browns and rainbows we were catching looked like potbellied Florida largemouth who’d thought it would be a hoot to show up at a Halloween party dressed as trout. Whatever, it was great fun even when battling Patagonia’s relentless roaring-forties wind, though given the conditions I’d have traded a slice of last night’s foi gras for a capful of weedless bass bugs and, if pressed, even thrown in my pillow mints to boot.

After a few more days of chopper flights, weed-bed whacking, and a float trip down a narrow winding river fraught with equal numbers of underwater snags, back cast snags, and big snaggletooth brown trout, we awoke one morning to find ourselves anchored in the appropriately named Bahia Pescadora with legions of gulls, cormorants, sea lions, and porpoises feeding on phosphorescent shoals of sardinas attracted by the ship’s lights.

After breakfast, Forbes writer Monte Burke and I piled into one of the jet boats with Che at the helm and headed up the Tic Toc River, which began all Creature-From-the-Black-Lagoon with a jungle full of squawking parrots and, through the magic of elevation, morphed into a Montana trout stream complete with glaciers and snow-capped mountains.

At a likely looking rapids we dismounted and waded in—mutinying against the locally favored tactic of casting bugs to backwater reed beds in favor of drifting nymphs and dries precisely where and how we would have drifted nymphs and dries on the Madison or the Delaware. And there they were: lots of big rainbows and a few bigger browns, including one I’d guestimate well northward of six pounds that escaped when fish and fisher simultaneously realized that fisher was well past his divin’-in-after-’em-over-the-waterfall years.

Coming back downriver into the bay, we saw a pair of humpback whales blowing and spiraling in their strange playful fashion, and we bobbed around on the gun-gray sea to watch.

Thanks to the constant swelling of cold rich currents from the Pacific intermingling with the inrush of nutrients from the many mountain rivers, Chile’s vast semi-sheltered sea is among the world’s great concentrators of sea life. At one time we had six humpbacks swimming around, under, and beside the boat, and we were all humbled to biological insignificance by the sight of several blue whales, the largest creatures to live on earth, majestically oscillating past us a doable double-haul away. Standing eye-to-eye with blue whales, which are down to a mere 1 percent of their pre-whaling-days population, is a conflicting and visceral experience—so many of those unforgettable nineteenth-century whaling stories, so many magnificent creatures unceremoniously turned into lubricants and corset stays, so many possibilities for their future with this recently discovered nursery off Chile’s southern coast.

On the way back to the ship we saw a Hitchcockian cloud of birds hovering over an Exxon Valdez oil slick with Andrés’ boat hovering around the edge. I was wondering if one of the whales had gone all Moby Dick and sunk the ship and these were its sole remains upon “the great shroud of the sea,” when a pair of silver rockets hit the sky and flung back the sun: sierra mackerel chasing sardinas.

Andrés, the largest ten-year-old I’ve ever met, unleashed his contagious enthusiasm and decided that we ought to catch one, and that I, as the press trip’s token saltwater guy—dodging the fact that much of my saltwater experience involves not tarpon, billfish, and speed-burning tuna but lobster traps, gillnets, and bottom-feeding long lines—should be the one to come onto his boat and try it.
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“Fishermen often take themselves too scriously and the failing is cven more common—not
to mention annoying—among writers, but Jim Babb has somehow escaped all that. He has
learned that if you tell the absolute truth about fishing, you'll become known as a humorist.”
—JOHN GIERACH
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